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Abstract 
 
 Due to the dramatic increase of technology in our world today, in addition to being 
textually literate, students must learn to be visually literate as well. Visual literacy essentially 
consists of the ability to read images. As students become more visually adept at reading images, 
teachers must become aware of their visual literacy strategies in order to adjust their instructional 
practices to support the new visual and verbal learner. This research consisted of interviewing 
elementary age students about wordless comic strips in order to answer the fundamental 
question: How do they do it? How do students in a modern age of technology and visual 
information read and interpret visuals?  
Key Words: Visual literacy, Images,
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Introduction 
The rise of technology in the modern age provides new challenges and opportunities in 
the realm of elementary education. Video games, television, Internet sites, and even cell phone 
applications are all readily available to most elementary age students. With a click, students have 
access to massive amounts of visual information in the form of videos, games, and other images. 
Lewin (2010) writing for the New York Times reported that kids aged eight to eighteen spend 
more than seven and a half hours a day with media devices like cell phones, computers, and 
televisions. As students become more engaged in visual media sources online, it is important to 
determine if they are understanding the visual information and how they interpret those visuals. 
Students today are able to gather information from visual as well as verbal sources. Alvermann 
and Hagood (2000) wrote that “literacy is on the verge of reinventing itself.” What it means to be 
literate is rapidly changing (Luke and Elkins, 1998) to include visual and media literacy as it 
becomes necessary for students to develop addition skills beyond traditional print text. In 
addition to assessing and teaching traditional literacy, teachers should be assessing and 
evaluating the visual literacy of their students.  
What is Visual Literacy? 
In the past, literacy referred to the ability to read verbal print using concepts of print and 
decoding strategies to read words. As society changes, students have to develop new skills to be 
successful communicators and verbally and visually literate. The definition of visual literacy has 
evolved over time with innovations in technology and teaching. Fifty years ago, to be visually 
literate was defined as someone who could interpret visuals encountered in the environment 
(Debes, 1969). Avgerinou and Ericson (1997) adjusted that definition to include the idea that 
visuals and symbols are within a context.  
YETC   12/15/10 4:26 PM
Deleted:  
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Just like with verbal text, visual information has a creator and is created for an audience. 
This creator has a specific perspective or lens that they use to view the world and to create an 
image (Abilock, 2003). Either subconsciously or consciously, the creator has created an image in 
a context of emotions, opinions, and perceived reality. That context is meant to transfer to the 
audience of the information. Marsh and Mallard wrote about situated literacies in which “no text 
is constructed in isolation from the social, cultural, economic and political contexts of its 
making” (as cited in Bearne 2003, p. 98). Bearne (2003) wrote “Literacy, however defined, 
encompasses a set of culturally developed practices and is practised in cultural spaces.” (p. 98) 
Students who are critical viewers of visual information are able to interpret the image and 
analyze the context of the image, recognizing that every image (and text) has a contextual bias. 
Visually literate students should be able to interpret the message of the visuals and to identify the 
way that the context of the image changes the information conveyed.  
 Students who are verbally literate with text information should have the ability to 
interpret and create their own textual information. Reading and writing demonstrate that students 
are comfortable with the concepts of print and verbal language that are necessary for them to 
communicate. Students who are visually literate should also be able to interpret and create visual 
information. Students who can examine images and symbols for meaning and contextual 
information can use those skills to become creators of their own visual information. “Just as 
basic textual literacy uses vocabulary, metaphors, and genres, visual literacy employs colors, 
icons, and various media to communicate ideas and feelings to readers” (Abilock, 2003, p.30). 
Visually literate students can examine the colors, icons, and compositions of the images that they 
view to gather useful information.  
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Why is Visual Literacy Important? 
Luke and Elkins spoke of the technology age as “New Times” (1998). They wrote that 
students need to be able to understand both print and visual text to be successful readers and 
viewers of information. (1998). Prensky wrote about “digital natives” or students who grew up in 
a technology-rich environment (2001a). Presnky wrote that these digital natives have brains that 
are physiologically different than digital immigrants or people who grew up with print rich 
environments and less visual technology (2001b). In an environment filled with visual 
information, students are thinking fundamentally different than the previous generations that 
grew up in a world of print (Bearne 2003). Educators need to understand the way that their 
students are thinking and interpreting information in order to select the best instructional 
strategies for their students. It is clear that students live in a visually rich environment and this 
environment will change students and classrooms in the coming years. 
Seglem and Witte (2009) show that the world is filled with visual symbols and that 
students need to use complex thinking skills in order to read them. Students are gathering more 
and more information from visual sources such as televisions and websites. It is important to 
check the information that they gather visually. Is it accurate? Are students making correct 
inferences about the content and context of the image or are they making inferences that do not 
make sense. If students are going to use visual clues to aid their understanding of concepts in 
science and other subject areas then it is important to know how adept the students are at reading 
those images correctly. A picture can say a thousand words. Those words can be accurate 
information about the subject matter and the context of the image or they can be confusing 
assumptions and guesses that distract the students from the intent and focus of the image. 
Although it is a generally accepted principle that visual literacy is important in a modern 
technological age, researchers tend to disagree on what that means for educators. Abilock 
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defined visual literacy as “the learned reading of images” (2003, p. 30). She advocates that 
students need to be instructed and guided in their experience with visual information so that they 
can be critical thinkers and visually literate. Bearne (2003) and Abilock (2003) reference the use 
of visual information by the media as a reason why students need to be instructed in visual 
literacy skills. Colors, backgrounds, and lighting change the way that the image is perceived and 
can be used to convey very specific messages and emotions (Hoffman, 2000). Advertisers and 
news media use similar techniques to disseminate visual information that fits their agenda or 
perspective. Abilock writes that students should be instructed in critical thinking skills as viewers 
of visual media “if they are to reason intelligently about societal issues and draw meaningful 
conclusions about political candidates” (2003, p. 30).  
Kress and Van Leeuwen suggest that children learn how to use and interpret visual 
information with very little help (1996). Seglem and Witte wrote that many students 
“automatically interpret print into nonprint visual images” (2009, p.217). Styles and Arizpe 
conducted a study where they interviewed 84 students aged 4-11 about a picture book. Styles and 
Arzipe found that even children who were below average readers of print were “capable of subtle 
and engaged analysis of visual texts with an enabling environment” (2001, p. 280). The students 
interviewed had very similar reactions to the text across cultural and socioeconomic lines. Styles 
and Arzipe made observations about the ability of very young students to make observations of 
the visual text. “By the age of seven, children were able to provide a simple explanation, linking 
freedom with happiness and captivity with sadness (2001, p. 272). This suggests that students are 
just as capable at reading and interpreting text at the age of four as they are at age eleven. It is 
possible that the developmental difference between ages of students is not in their ability to read 
visual texts but in their ability to communicate what they are reading. This research focused on 
how sixth grade students communicate their understanding of visual images.   
YETC   12/15/10 4:52 PM
Deleted:  
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Procedures 
 The purpose of this study was to gather more information about how students read visual 
information. I wanted to know what techniques the students use to interpret images. Pictures are 
used to share information, often to tell a story about an event or sequence of events. For this 
study, I asked an artist to draw two separate comic strips with specific symbols and subjects for 
students to analyze and talk about. I wanted to know what the students were looking at and how 
they make decisions about the message of the comics.  
 I interviewed nine students from a sixth grade elementary school class. The participants 
of the study were randomly selected by pulling names from a box and were asked if they would 
like to participate. Of the nine participants, seven were female and two were male. The students 
participated in one session that took about 2-3 minutes. The students looked at two comic strips 
and were asked to read the comics and say what was happening. Depending on their remarks, I 
asked them questions about their conclusions. The sessions were each audio recorded so I 
compared each session and looked for points of interest or areas where the comments were 
similar.  
 
 
Students examined two comic strips. The first strip depicted a figure with short hair, a red 
T-shirt and blue pants. This figure is standing on a sidewalk with an ice cream cone in hand.  
Figure 1 shows a wordless comic strip that students examined and talked about in an 
interview.  
Figure 1 
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In the next panel the ice cream is seen below the cone with lines from to the cone to the ice 
cream. The figure’s eyebrows are raised and the mouth open forming an O shape. The final panel 
depicts the figure with eyebrows slanted inward toward the nose and a stick straight mouth 
shape. The ice cream lies on the bottom of the picture in a slightly elongated shape.  
  
 
The second comic depicts a figure with short hair wearing long sleeves and pants. The 
figure is standing on a round white mound and in front of pointed blue forms in the shape of 
mountains. The word “Brrr” is under the panel. The next panel shows a completely white 
background except for the upper left corner that shows a snowman, moon, and stars, through a 
square window shape. The figure is lying on a bed with thought bubbles leading from his head to 
a large cloud shaped bubble. Inside the bubble there is an image of a palm tree on a circle of land 
in the ocean. The caption says “Zzzz.” The last panel shows the same setting but the dream 
bubble has disappeared and the figure is sitting up in bed. The caption at the bottom reads “sigh.” 
Findings 
Student observations suggest that they relied on personal experiences to read or interpret 
the images. The students unanimously concluded that the figure in the first comic (Figure 1) was 
mad or angry in the last panel. Seven of the nine students specifically mentioned the figure’s 
Figure 2 
Figure 2 shows a comic strip with a few words that students were able to see and make 
observations.  
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eyebrows as one of the visual cues that they used to decipher the image (see Table 1). They used 
their knowledge and experiences with emotions to decide what the figure was feeling. They 
inferred that eyebrows slanted inward toward the nose symbolizes an angry or mad emotion. 
They have had experiences with drawing emotions on their own subjects so they had to decide 
how they would depict anger for their own audiences. Students can use their own experiences 
with interacting with someone who is angry or feeling angry themselves to recall how someone 
looks when they are angry. Student #2 was also able to explain that the shape of the mouth can 
symbolize emotions as well. She talked about the surprised emotion that the figure felt when the 
ice cream fell and even modeled the emotion with her own face to demonstrate a surprised 
expression and sound “You’re like Aw!” She was able to integrate her learned experiences with 
visual emotions and her personal experiences with emotions to successfully read the story behind 
the images. 
Student #6 concluded that the figure in Figure 2 was cold because there was snow and 
she knew that snow is cold. All of the students that were interviewed have lived in the state of 
Utah for at least 3 years so that have all had experiences with snowy winters. Four of the 
students made the connection from their personal experiences that Figure 2 took place in the 
winter because they can see the snowman (see Table 2). Their experiences with winter have led 
them to associate snow with winter so they knew when the event took place even though there 
was little text to guide them. 
Students used learned knowledge of symbols and common visual conventions to interpret 
the visual comics. All of the students concluded that the figures in Figure 1 and Figure 2 were 
male even though seven of the nine participants were female. Explanations for their conclusions 
included short hair, no eyelashes, and boy clothes. One student remarked after being asked how 
she knew it was a boy, “Cuz the basics. Most girls have long hair and most boys have short hair.” 
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This suggests that students’ interpretations to visuals are learned from their communities and 
experiences. Students learn gender stereotypes in their communities and they use those learned 
stereotypes to interpret visual images. All of the students that were interviewed were wearing T-
shirts and pants on the day that they were interviewed and yet they associated the visual 
depiction of T-shirts and pants with boys. In this case, the students used a learned interpretation 
of the images rather than use their own personal experiences with clothing actually worn by boys 
and girls. 
Student #1 commented that the boy in Figure 2 was dreaming of a warm island (see Table 
2). When I asked her how she knew that the boy was dreaming she explained, “Well I see like a 
little… its like a bubble and sometimes when people are thinking they do bubble, bubble, bubble, 
and then a huge one and it shows what they’re saying or what they are thinking.” She correctly 
interpreted the meaning of the symbols in the comics and gathered the intended message but, 
when she was asked how she knew the meaning of the symbol, she was unsure how she knew: “I 
just see it, whenever.” She used her previous experiences with comics and television shows to 
recall that the images of little bubbles with pictures in them have a specific meaning. At this 
point in her knowledge of visual literacy she is unsure if she learned this formally or deduced it 
on her own but she remembers enough about the meaning to aid in her understanding of visual 
information. 
 Students used critical thinking skills to make inferences about the visual information 
depicted in the images in order to draw conclusions about the pictures that was not explicitly 
depicted. Student #1 inferred by the image of the tree in Figure 1 that the figure was in a park 
because “there is like lots of trees” (See Table 1). After stating her conclusions aloud, the student 
was able to reevaluate them and she corrected herself saying, “Well, there is a tree.” She didn’t 
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see lots of trees in the image but she inferred from the setting that there must be more because 
she saw at least one.  
The students demonstrated reasoning abilities as they determined the setting of the events 
in Figure 2. Many of the students took time to explain that the second panel takes place in the 
nighttime and that the third panel is at sunrise or in the morning. They observed important details 
of the images like the moon and stars in the background of the second panel, the figure lying on 
the bed as if he were asleep (they all decided this figure was also a boy), and the yellow sun 
poking through the top of the mountains. Student #8 explained, “I can tell that it’s morning 
because the sun is coming up and it’s not coming down because first it was night and then 
morning comes” (see Table 2). She used the visual clues of the moon and stars and the fact that 
the figure was asleep and dreaming to determine that the second panel takes place in the night. 
After establishing that fact, she was able to interpret the rest of the comic.  
The comic panels do not offer a clear reason for the ice cream to fall in Figure 1. Readers 
or viewers of the comic strip must supply their own reasoning for why the ice cream fell. Student 
#3 used her observations of the visual information “the ice cream dumps” to conclude that the 
figure must have tripped on the rock in the first panel. Student #4 hypothesized that the figure 
was “running or walking fast” and even went so far as to suggest that the figure cried. “Maybe he 
was running or walking fast and it falls off the cone and then I guess he… maybe he starts 
walking… or maybe he starts to cry and his whole ice cream falls and then he’s angry.” The 
many revisions of her story and the frequent pauses in her dialog suggest that she was still 
working to interpret the images in the panel. The images in the comic left the reasons and 
explanations of actions up to the reader and so, although the actions and events of the comic 
were almost unanimously agreed upon, the reasons and explanations of the events varied. 
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Students clearly used background knowledge, learned interpretations, and critical 
thinking skills to read the comic strips. Students used their own experiences with weather and 
accidents to hypothesis what the subject was thinking and feeling in each panel. Students also 
used critical thinking skills to use evidence like the tree in the background to deduce movement 
in the first comic strip. Finally, students had to use their own learned knowledge about symbols 
in the comics to correctly interpret the bubbles and motion lines in Figure 2.  
Limitations of the Research 
 The sample size of this study was very small and limited to students from one sixth-grade 
class in one community. In order to get a better idea of how children interpret images, a larger 
sample size should be used. The participants of this study were all raised in the US and included 
seven white Americans and two American participants of color. Including students from many 
communities with diverse backgrounds would help to give a clearer picture of how students 
interpret visual information and of how personal background affects those interpretations. The 
students in this study came from similar cultural perspectives. Due to the cultural nature of visual 
images, students with another cultural experience and background may interpret the images in a 
different way.  
 With this study it is unclear if some students had difficulty using critical thinking skills to 
make logical inferences about the images or if the students ability to communicate their ideas 
was limited. This study relied a great deal on students’ willingness to reflect on their thinking 
processes and analyze themselves and the images on the paper. At times, I felt that students who 
were unaccustomed to self-reflection seemed to have difficulty explaining their thinking 
processes. This reliance on self-reflection and verbal communication skills would have an 
influence on the results of the research.  
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 All of the students were able to discern the basic meaning of the images by using their 
own strategies and techniques. The students’ level of understanding of the nuances and details of 
the images varied however. Student #5 and student #9’s original assessment of the images was 
limited to the very obvious message portrayed. “He got ice cream. He dropped his ice cream and 
now he’s mad.” It wasn’t until I started asking for reasoning and details about the images that 
student #5 started to gather additional information about the comics. “He’s walking…. Cuz 
there’s the sun, a bush there, and the tree is far away.  And then he’s closer to the tree. And then 
he’s right by the tree. The bush is gone and the sun is gone.” With specific guiding questions this 
student was able to make inferences about important details of the images that he had not 
mentioned earlier in the interview. It is unclear if the students truly had different levels of 
understanding or if their ability to communicate their understanding varied. It is possible that 
student #5 had already noted those details and decided that the figure was walking before I asked 
him to elaborate but it is unclear.  
Implications for Elementary Educators 
Howard Gardner contends that "literacies, skills, and disciplines ought to be pursued as 
tools that allow us to enhance our understanding of important questions, topics, and themes" 
(Gardner, 1999, as cited in Abilock, 2003, p. 30). Visual literacy is an important tool for students 
and educators to use to further enhance students’ educational experience and learning. The need 
for students and teachers to become visually literate has never been so strong. Visual literacy is 
not a new invention of Ipods and the Internet. Teachers have been using visual aides and clues to 
aid students understanding in virtually all subject areas for many years. Virtually every aspiring 
teacher and psychologist learns about Gardner’s multiple intelligences (1983). The visual or 
spatial learner is common in the classroom and it is a generally agreed upon principle that all 
students would benefit from more visual forms of instruction and explanation. Despite the fears 
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of reading specialists and educators, a visual world does not mean the death of the verbal one. 
Teachers need to be able to integrate and combine strategies of verbal and visual literacies to 
fully engage students in learning curriculum standards. Seglem and Witte advocated the need to 
weave visual literacy activities in the regular classroom curriculum because of the “layered 
information in the real world” (2009, p. 217). Educators can do that by using effective and 
research based strategies.  
Without realizing it, many teachers are already using and teaching visual literacy 
techniques in their classrooms. Graphic organizers are an effective way to practice 
comprehension strategies in the reading classroom and to utilize visual strategies. Salch, Shaffer, 
and Stevens (1996) suggested that the use of graphic organizers effectively improve reading 
comprehension with struggling students. Essley (2008) suggests using storyboards as an 
engaging and effective way to improve reading and writing skills. Story boards are sequences of 
pictures that the students can draw to organize their thoughts and ideas about what they read and 
what they want to write. Similar to comic strips, the storyboards can use simple drawings or 
visual cues to remind students of important ideas and events. As students are engaged in creating 
their own storyboards they are required to recall the information for important details, evaluate 
the information for the most important information to depict, and use critical thinking skills as 
they decide how to effectively depict the desired information in a way that is clear. 
Visualization is another skill that many teachers teach to help students with 
comprehension and visual literacy skills. Visualization is the ability to make mental pictures or 
movies while reading from text (Seglem & Witte, 2009). Gambrell and Koskinen (2002) contend 
that visualization strategies can: heighten motivation to read, improve literal comprehension of 
text, build background knowledge, and aid in identifying important details to form inferences. (as 
cited in Seglem and Witte, 2009).  
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Talcott et al. (2002) wrote about students using visual cues to read words when 
phonological rules do not work or when they do not have enough knowledge to use phonics 
skills. Sight words are words that students learn how to read by memorizing the words by sight 
alone. Many words in English don’t follow common phonics rules so students use their visual 
abilities to remember the word as a whole rather than as letters and word parts. Flash cards and 
picture books all rely on the student’s ability to identify and interpret the visual information in 
order to help them interpret the textual information. 
Conclusion 
 In 2001 Prensky wrote that,  
The average college graduates have spent less than 5,000 hours of their lives reading, but 
over 10,000 hours playing video games (not to mention 20,000 hours watching TV). It is 
now clear that as a result of this ubiquitous environment and the sheer volume of their 
interaction with it, today’s students think and process information fundamentally 
differently from their predecessors. (pg.1) 
Students who literally think differently need teachers who know how they think. This study 
examined the ways that elementary aged students interpret visual pictures. Students relied on 
background knowledge, critical thinking skills, and previously learned symbols to read the visual 
comics that they were presented with. Students were able to make keen observations about the 
motivations and emotions of the characters in the comics by using observed details and using 
their own experiences to reason. More investigation into how children interpret visual 
information is still needed but would be very valuable to students and teachers in elementary 
classrooms. Visual literacy is not just another topic to take valuable teaching time but is a tool 
for teachers to use to aid students’ comprehension of core content areas in the entire core 
curriculum. 
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Comic #1 
Observations of students Frequency of 
observations 
Student that commented 
In the park.  1  
Lots of trees and space.  #1 
Summer day 1  
Sun  #8 
He 9  
Short hair  #2, 3, 4. 6, 7, 8 
Clothes   #2, 8 
No eyelashes  #3 
Happy 4  
Ice cream cone  #9 
Smiling  #1, 4, 8 
Has ice cream 9  
Walking 7  
Closer to the tree  #2,3, 4, 5, 6, 8 
Further down road,   #2 
Sun and bush gone  #5 
Different place  #4 
Dropped his ice cream.  8  
Ice cream in air not on cone  #8 
Running or walking fast  #4 
Maybe cry and ice cream falls  #4 
Slipped or tripped 2  
Why waste ice cream?  #1 
Tripped on rock  #3 
Surprised 3  
Mouth made O  #2 
Sad 2  
No smile  #8 
Mad 9  
Face tells that mad   #1,3 
Wanted to eat ice cream  #3, 6 
Ice cream on ground  #7 
Couldn’t buy a new ice cream  #7 
Eyes  #5 
Eyebrows and mouth  #2,3, 5, 8 
slanted brows straight mouth  #3,4, 6, 9 
Table 1- List of Student Observations and the Frequency of the Comments Made About the 
First Wordless Comic.  
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Comic #2 
Student observations Frequency of 
observations 
Student that 
commented 
He 9  
Outside 4  
No snowman inside  #6 
Cold 9  
Snow is cold  #6, 9 
Shivering   #3, 5, 6, 7, 9 
Holding arms  #3, 5, 9 
Little movement lines  #3, 5, 9 
Brrr  #3,4, 5, 7, 8, 9 
No Jacket 2  
Black lines, covering arms, shaking  #4 
Winter 4  
Made a snowman 5  
Snow 1  
Snowman  #8 
Inside 1  
Window and bed  #1 
Night time (dark) 4  
Moon and stars  #3, 5 
Asleep 6  
Use words Zzz and sigh,   #1, 2, 6 
In bed  #2 
Head down and then up  #1 
Dreaming 9  
People do bubbles  #1,4, 6, 8 
Zzzz like snore  #8 
Island 9  
Hot island 3  
Sun  #3, 7 
Islands are warm  #3, 7 
Palm trees grow in warm weather  #3 
Wake up 6  
Sat up  #4, 9 
Morning  3  
Table 2- List of Student Observations and the Frequency of the Comments Made About the 
Second Comic.  
VISUAL LITERACY: HOW DO THEY DO IT?  
 
19 
19 
Sun coming up  #6, 7, 8 
First night then morning  #8 
Stars gone  #6 
Sad   
Dream was fake  #5 
Not on hot island  #1 
Frown, sad eyes, sigh  #5 
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